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ABSTRACT
Lori Ann Getler
ACCEPTANCE OR DENIAL: WHAT MATTERS
MOST IN COLLEGE ADMISSIONS
2006/07
Dr. Burton R. Sisco
Master of Arts in Higher Education Administration
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of selected college
admissions officers regarding the most important criteria of a high school senior's
application for admission into 4-year public undergraduate colleges and universities in
New Jersey. The researcher surveyed admissions officers at eight 4-year public
undergraduate colleges and universities in New Jersey. A total of 21 admissions officers
participated in the survey. Participants were administered a Likert-scale survey that
measured the weight given selected criteria contained in the application for admission to
their institution. Surveys were statistically analyzed to determine the means, percentages
and frequencies regarding the selected criteria.
The study provides insight into the relative weight and significance given selected
criteria of the application for admission. The study revealed that public colleges and
universities in New Jersey rely most heavily on standardized test scores, grade point
average, class rank and honors/advanced placement courses. Less measurable criteria that
may show more about the individual nature of the applicant such as community service,
leadership roles, and recommendations are given far less significance.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Each year high school seniors across the United States engage in the ritual of
applying for admission to colleges and universities. Students spend weeks, even months,
anxiously awaiting the fateful letter informing them of a college's decision on their
application. In the meantime, they are left to wonder whether they will be given the
opportunity to attend the institution they hope to call home for the next four years. What
is happening in college admissions offices while applicants await the final decision? The
elements of an application that actually lead to an applicant's acceptance or denial are not
always clear. College marketing and advertising professionals spend considerable time
and money using methods such as focus groups to determine the factors that lead students
to apply to a college or university. However, as Sireci, Zanetti, and Berger (2003) state,
"The student decision-making side of the process has received much more attention in
empirical studies than has the investigation of college admissions policy and practice" (p.
323). It is not certain what admissions officers are looking for when they interview
students and read through piles of applications, transcripts, test scores, recommendations
and essays. It would be advantageous for applicants to know if there are specific criteria
of a potential student's profile that the majority of colleges weigh more heavily than
others when making admissions decisions. Although it may not be possible for students
to change characteristics such as test scores and grades, a clearer
understanding of the process could lead to more realistic expectations about their chances
for admission.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of selected college
admissions officers regarding the most important criteria of a high school senior's
application for admission into 4-year public undergraduate colleges and universities in
New Jersey. Students, parents and guidance counselors make assumptions about what
college admissions officers are looking for when they review applications. However,
these assumptions may be outdated or simply inaccurate.
Significance of the Study
The study provides insight into the relative weight and significance given such
varied criteria as standardized test scores, grades, class ranks, honors courses,
extracurricular activities, artistic talent, athletic ability, recommendations, ethnicity and
financial status by admissions officers. If the reality of the application decision process
were more transparent, perhaps applying to college would be less stressful for many high
school students.
Assumptions and Limitations
It was assumed that admissions officers surveyed were willing and able to
honestly and accurately convey their institutions' current admissions practices. The
scope of this study was limited to admissions officers from 4-year public undergraduate
colleges and universities in New Jersey who agreed to complete the survey. Any
conclusions drawn from this study should not be generalized to the admissions practices
employed at private and 2-year colleges or those in other geographic locations. The
potential for researcher bias is always present in any research study and every effort was
made to remain objective throughout the research process.
Operational Definitions
1. Admissions Criteria: Refers to characteristics of a student's academic profile
used in the admissions decision process at 4-year public undergraduate colleges
and universities in New Jersey.
2. Admissions Officers: Refers to director of admissions, dean of admissions, dean
of enrollment management, assistant vice president for admissions, senior
associate director of admissions, associate director of admissions, and assistant
director of admissions from admissions offices at New Jersey state colleges and
universities.
3. College: Refers to 4-year public state colleges and universities with a selective
admissions process located in New Jersey. The institutions include: The College
of New Jersey, Kean University, Montclair State University, New Jersey City
University, Ramapo College of New Jersey, The Richard Stockton College of
New Jersey, Rowan University, and William Patterson University of New Jersey.
4. Student: Refers to a high school senior seeking admission to a 4-year public
undergraduate college in New Jersey.
Research Questions
1. How do selected college admissions officers weight the criteria of high school
seniors' applications for freshman admission into their institution?
2. What factor is identified by selected college admissions officers as most
important in the college admissions decision-making process?
3. Is there a significant relationship between the demographic variables of sex,
age, years employed in current position, and total enrollment of institution,
and the weighted admission criteria of selected college admissions officers?
Organization of the Study
Chapter two reviews the relevant literature regarding college admissions
practices, standards, and requirements. The literature review provides a framework for
the study and discusses what other researchers have found regarding admissions
practices.
Chapter three describes the research design and its implementation, the process of
selecting the subjects for the study, and the method for collecting the data. Additionally,
a description of the data analysis methods used is presented.
Chapter four presents the results of the study.
Chapter five summarizes the study, discusses the findings, and presents
conclusions based on an analysis of the results. This chapter also includes
recommendations for further research.
CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
Decision Making in College Admissions
The application files of high school seniors applying for freshman admission to
colleges and universities contain large quantities of information about the student that
admissions officers use to make admissions decisions. These include such varied factors
as standardized test scores, grades, class ranks, honors courses, extracurricular activities,
recommendations, ethnicity, and financial status. Despite, or perhaps because of, the
large amount of varied information provided, deciding who is admissible and who is not
can be a difficult task. As Tam and Sukhatme (2004) report, "Admission officers must
ascertain which attributes, singly and in combination, provide the best indicators of
subsequent university success" (p. 13).
A comprehensive study of New England public, private, two and four-year
colleges and universities (Sireci, Zanetti, & Berger, 2003) looked at the past, present, and
anticipated importance of specific admissions criteria used to select students. This study
found that although traditional criteria such as SAT scores and class rank continue to be
significant, other criteria such as high school GPA, honors classes, and GPA in specific
classes are gaining in importance. This study also found significant differences between
public and private institutions in criteria given the most importance, with private schools
placing more importance on personal qualities, letters of recommendations, and
extracurricular activities than public institutions.
In another study conducted for a doctoral dissertation at the University of
Southern Mississippi (Gatlin, 1997) the differences in the perceptions of secondary
school counselors and college admissions officials in the state of Georgia of the
importance of admissions criteria were examined. This study found "GPA as the most
important factor, followed by SAT/ACT" (p. 56).
One can see from these studies that there is a considerable variance of opinion on
just what criteria are considered most important in the college selection process.
Standardized Tests
Admissions personnel make extensive use of standardized college entrance
examination tests, most commonly the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) and/or the
American College Test (ACT). In 1999, a standardized test score was required by 82% of
all 4-year colleges (Noble & Camara, 2003). Rightly or wrongly, the scores students
achieve on these exams can often be the single most decisive criterion of their application
profile. Opinions vary on the usefulness, reliability and validity of these measurements.
Many admissions professionals believe standardized tests provide normative comparison
for students from various backgrounds and geographic locales. Noble and Camara state:
Unlike high school grades or rank, admissions tests are a common measure for
comparing students who have attended different high schools, completed different
courses, received different grades in courses taught by different teachers and had
access to different opportunities and experiences both in and out of school.
(p. 283)
Moreover, Atkinson (2001-02) reports the SAT is valuable for its ability to
correct the effects of grade inflation and "offers a way of identifying talented students
who otherwise might not meet traditional admissions criteria" (p. 31). However, Atkinson
adds, "U.S. universities should employ admissions processes that look at individual
applicants in their full complexity and take special pains to ensure that standardized tests
are used properly" (p. 32).
Nobel and Camara (2003) assert the SAT and ACT "provide straightforward,
easily interpreted information about students' readiness to undertake college coursework"
(p. 288). But is this assertion always accurate? Many critics say it is not today, if indeed it
ever was. Standardized tests have been an accepted part of college admissions since 1926
when the SAT was first administered. However, the use of these entrance examinations
has received growing criticism in recent years. According to Sedlacek (2003), "Test
developers, educators, parents and students seemed to accept things fairly well until the
1960s" when "statistical, political, social, and educational criticism" began and has been
increasing ever since (p. 263). Despite the criticism of standardized tests, colleges
continue to emphasize their use perhaps simply because, as Gose (2005) believes,
"complacency sets in throughout the admissions profession when measures provide
outcomes that seem adequate" (p. 1).
Critics believe there is far too much significance placed on college entrance
examinations, and feel these tests may not be adequate measurements of intellectual
potential to succeed in college. Sedlacek (2003) believes standardized tests may measure
"componential intelligence" which is the ability to interpret information, but not measure
"experiential intelligence" which is the ability to be creative, an equally important
requirement for college success (p. 264). Many feel a test on a given day is not nearly as
profound an indicator of academic potential as previous performance over time.
Atkinson (2001-02) asserts, "Students should be judged on the basis of their actual
achievements, not on ill-defined notions of aptitude" (p. 32). Micceri (2001) agrees,
saying research shows high school grades are a far better predictor of college success,
and standardized tests should only be used to enhance the predictive power of grades. A
study by Noble and Camara (2003) also found "ACT and SAT scores and high school
grades used jointly for making college decisions yield more accurate decisions than any
used alone" (p. 10). Their study found that college entrance examinations alone or high
school grade point average (GPA) alone accurately predicted success in college about
75% of the time. But by using ACT or SAT test scores together with high school grades,
academic success was predicted accurately in more than 80% of the students studied.
Class Rank and Selection Index
High school class rank is another criterion traditionally given sizeable weight in
college admissions decisions. High schools rank students in a hierarchical fashion from
highest to lowest on the basis of a cumulative grade point average (GPA). The rank is
usually written as two numbers (e.g., 20/200), but college admissions officers most often
convert it to a percentile rank, e.g. 9 0 th percentile, to facilitate the comparison of students
from high school classes of varying sizes (O'Brien, 1996).
Standardized test scores are used with high school percentile ranks by admissions
officers to form a selection index. The selection index is frequently one of the primary
criteria utilized by universities. Critics claim high school percentile ranks are skewed by
the quality of an applicant's high school. As Tam and Sukhatme (2004) explain, "A
student has more difficulty achieving a high percentile rank in a more competitive high
school. High school quality therefore should be taken into consideration in the
formulation of the selection index" (p. 13). These authors propose a modified student
high school percentile rank that incorporates the high school's average ACT or SAT
scores as part of the calculation.
A study conducted by the University of South Florida analyzed the predictive
value of high school class rank as compared to high school GPA and SAT scores
(Micceri, 2001). The study found both class rank and GPA to be better predictors of
college success than SAT scores. Interestingly, high school GPA was a better predictor
of first-year college grades than class rank, while class rank was a better predictor of
eventual graduation.
Non-quantitative Measures
Not all components of an applicant's folder are quantitative measures. Letters of
recommendations and essays are two non-quantitative supplements to applications
regularly evaluated by college admissions officers. The significance given these
components by institutions varies. Some colleges give them little credence. Others give
them considerable weight. For example, the New England study of colleges and
universities (Sireci, Zanetti, & Berger, 2003) found that letters of recommendation were
more important than GPA in specific courses, class rank, and SAT scores. Still, many
colleges no longer put much stock in recommendations. Sanoff (1999) believes this is
largely a result of the "increasingly superficial recommendations from counselors that
accompany students' applications to college" (p. 2). He calls many recommendations
"filler that does not boost a student's chances a lot" (p. 2). Although less emphasis is
being placed on recommendations by college admissions officials, high school guidance
counselors who often write them may be unaware of this trend. Gatlin (1997) found that
secondary school counselors perceived recommendations to be much more important
than college admissions personnel.
The use of applicant-written essays also varies from college to college. However,
as Sagan (2002) states, an essay gives an applicant an opportunity to "bring a human
dimension to the difficult decisions of college admission staff, who must often make
selections principally on the basis of impersonal numbers" (p. 47). The recently revised
SAT test with its essay section could provide colleges with a greater opportunity to utilize
applicant essays, although many institutions appear hesitant to make use of it.
Controversies and Trends in Undergraduate Admissions
The beginning of the 2 1st century finds colleges under increasing pressure to make
changes in the admissions practices. The legal issues surrounding affirmative action and
diversity, new performance standards for high school graduation, the instituting of
interdisciplinary learning, and the increase in home schooling has contributed to the
pressure for change (Stern & Briggs, 2001).
Sedlacek (2003) describes the increasing diversity in college student bodies in
terms of race, religion, age, sexual orientation, and disability. He believes college
admissions officers must find different measures of potential college success for different
student groups. Sedlacek asserts the standard college admissions response has been to
attempt to alter existing measures to equally assess everyone. He disagrees with this
direction saying it is doubtful any type of test or other measurement could be developed
to be fair to all groups. Rather, he states, "It is important to do an equally good job of
selection for each group, not that the same measures should necessarily be used for all to
accomplish that goal" (p. 264).
Stern and Briggs (2001) discuss several reasons why college admissions practices
are currently under pressure to change. First, economic conditions are now such that
more and more students see earning a bachelor's degree as a necessity to enter the job
market. The percentage of high school graduates entering college rose from 31.7% in
1973 to 41.9% in 1996. To better prepare students at the high school level to enter the job
market, schools have been creating new curriculums designed to incorporate academic
subject learning with hands-on occupational learning experiences. Unfortunately, many
college admissions practices remain firm and may actually penalize students whose
experiential learning results in fewer college preparatory courses on their transcript.
Second, high attrition rates at colleges have resulted in pressure from the institutions
themselves to develop admissions practices that better identify students who will persist
and eventually graduate. Finally, there are the growing trends of establishing charter
schools and home schooling. In 1998 there were 1,050 charter schools in the U.S., and
most had been only recently established. Also, the number of home-schooled students
rose from 250,000 in 1990 to 750,000 in 1996. Both charter schools and home schooling
present problems for college admissions officers because the transcripts these students
possess, if they possess one at all, are not easily evaluated by traditional means.
Summary of the Literature Review
It is apparent that numerous changes have occurred in recent years that impact the
manner in which high school students are educated and prepared for college. Critics of
current admissions processes assert that the approaches used to evaluate potential
students for admission must also be altered to keep pace with these changes. Stern and
Briggs (2001) argue that new admissions procedures must be developed to recognize and
support the changes occurring in secondary school education. College admissions
officers must see "that the kinds of abilities needed to succeed in college are not always
confined to those learned in formal academic settings or captured in existing standardized
test results" (p. 41).
It can be concluded from the literature reviewed that colleges examine a variety of
characteristics of an applicant's profile when determining whether to accept a candidate
for admission. However, despite calls from critics for the development of new admissions
procedures that more readily take into account both the individuality of applicants and the
changes in secondary school education in recent years, it appears that most of the
applicant characteristics emphasized by admissions officers today are the ones
traditionally utilized. The results of this study should provide a basis for determining to




This study was conducted during March and April of 2007. A membership list of
admissions officers from eight New Jersey state colleges and universities was compiled
using the targeted college and university websites. The participating colleges and
universities included Kean University, Montclair State University, New Jersey City
University, Ramapo College of New Jersey, Richard Stockton College of New Jersey,
Rowan University, The College of New Jersey, and William Paterson University. These
eight institutions have common histories of beginning as teacher training schools and
evolving into comprehensive colleges and universities in the last half of the 20th century.
Their mission statements stress similar values and goals including: providing access and
opportunity to diverse populations; an emphasis on student nurturing and development;
and making a positive impact on the educational, cultural and socio-economic growth of
their regions.
All admissions officers were sent an email message explaining the purpose of the
study and an invitation to participate by completing the online survey.
Population and Sample Selection
A total population consisting of 48 admissions officers from 4-year state
undergraduate colleges and universities located in New Jersey was targeted for this study.
In an effort to substantiate the knowledge and experience level of the sample, only
admissions officers with the titles of director of admissions, dean of admissions, dean of
enrollment management, assistant vice president for admissions, senior associate director
of admissions, associate director of admissions and assistant director of admissions were
targeted.
Instrumentation
The researcher developed an online survey instrument (Appendix C) which was
accessed through a link to a URL included in an "invitation to participate" email
(Appendix B). The survey was created and stored in SurveyMonkey.com.
SurveyMonkey.com is a Web site that allows the user to create professional online
surveys. The survey was modeled after the instrument administered by Gatlin (1997) and
modified by the researcher to measure the perceptions of selected college admissions
officers regarding the weight applied to criteria of a high school senior's application for
admission into 4-year public undergraduate colleges and universities in New Jersey.
The instrument also collected demographic information from each respondent (see
Appendix C). The demographic information section of the instrument contained items
that inform the researcher of the respondent's sex, age, years of experience in position,
size of institution where employed, number of freshman applications received by the
institution in the fall of 2006 and number of freshmen admitted to the institution in the
fall of 2006.
The admissions criteria section of the instrument used a Likert scale for
measuring responses to questions on selected admissions criteria governing admission for
high school seniors applying to their institution. A total of 19 factors were listed on the
survey. Subjects were asked to indicate the weight given to each factor of a high school
applicant's application according to not important (1), less important (2), important (3),
very important (4), and most important (5). Subjects were then asked to identify which
one of the 19 factors was most important in the college admissions decision.
Pilot Testing
To increase the validity and reliability of the survey, the researcher pilot tested the
survey in January using former admissions officers. Face and content validity was
established by review of four selected former college admissions officers at Rowan
University. The instrument was critiqued as to readability, clarity, intent, and accuracy.
Based on the suggestions of those reviewing the instrument, three admissions factors
were added to the instrument. Although statistical treatment was not practical for this
sample size, the stability of responses from the four individuals was similar.
Data Collection Procedures
An Institutional Review Board application was completed and approved prior to
administration of the online survey instrument (Appendix A). The purpose of the survey
was clearly explained to the subjects in the contact email. All subjects were asked to
complete the survey within seven days. A follow-up email request was sent two weeks
later to subjects who had not responded. To further improve the response rate, the
researcher attended three college fairs at New Jersey high schools to solicit responses
from admissions officers of the selected colleges and universities using a printed version
of the online survey. The researcher explained the purpose of the study, assured subject
confidentiality, and left the survey instrument to be completed. The researcher requested
that the subject not include any personal or identifiable information. The researcher also
requested that the subject return the survey in person when completed.
Data Analysis
The results of the survey were organized for each question and analyzed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). All responses from all subjects were
considered equally important. SPSS descriptive statistics provided frequencies,
percentages, means, and standard deviations for subjects' responses regarding
demographic information, institutional background information, and weighted admissions
factors including the factor identified as most important. A Pearson product moment
correlation was calculated using SPSS to determine any significant relationships between
selected demographics of sex, age, years employed in current position, and total




Profile of the Sample
The subjects of this study were 21 admissions officers from 4-year state
undergraduate colleges and universities located in New Jersey. Forty-eight admissions
officers from 8 colleges and universities were asked to participate by completing an
online survey. Of the 48 admissions officers, 21 completed the survey yielding a
response rate of 44%.
Table 4.1 represents the gender distribution of the subjects within the survey.








Table 4.2 depicts the age range of subjects within the survey. Twelve (57.1 %)










Table 4.3 shows the number of years subjects have been employed in their current
position. Nine (43%) have been employed for less than five years, while eight (38%)
have been employed between six and ten years.
Table 4.3
Number of Years Employed in Current Position
n=21, SD=1.04, M=1.9
Years Frequency %
Less than 5 years 9 42.9
6-10 years 8 38.1
11-20 1 4.8
Over 20 years 3 14.3
Total 21 100
Table 4.4 depicts the total freshman enrollment of the colleges or universities
where the subjects are employed. Sixteen (76%) reported enrollment between 5001 and
10,000 students.
Table 4.4




Over 10000 5 23.8
Total 21 100
The mean number of freshman applications and the mean number of freshmen
admitted was reported as 6909.05 and 5272.90 respectively.
Research Questions
Research Question 1: How do selected college admissions officers weight the
criteria of high school seniors' applications for freshman admission into their institution?
Table 4.5 displays the subjects' responses regarding the weight given the criteria
of a high school student's application for freshman admission into their institution. The
possible response choices ranged from not important to most important.
All respondents considered SAT/ACT scores most important or very important.
Overall, 83.3 % reported high school class rank was most important or very important.
GPA in specific courses was called most important or very important by 77.8 % of the
respondents, while 74.5% of the respondents deemed overall high school GPA most
important or very important. Honors and AP courses were also given considerable
weight (88.9 % most important or very important), however the majority of respondents
rated every other characteristic of an applicant's profile listed on the survey as less




Not Less Very Most
Important Important Important Important Important
Freq % Freq Freq % Freqi % Freqt %
SAT 1FACT Scores
n=21, SD=.48, M=4.7



















Leadership Roles 2 9.5
n=21, SD=1.08, M=2.8












n= 21, SD=1.04, M=2.2
Legacy 9 42.9
n=21, SD=.77, M=1.8
Personal Interview 9 42.9
n=21, SD=I, M=1.9
7 33.3 14 66.7
7 33.3 4 19 2 9.5 1 4.8
2 9.5 7 33.3 12 57.1
5 23.8 12 57.1 4 19
6 28.6 7 33.3 8 38.1
4 19 9 42.9 3 14.3
8 38.1 9 42.9 4 19
10 47.6 10 47.6 1 4.8
6 28.6 8 38.1 3 14.3 1 4.8
8 38.1 6 28.6 4 19
7 33.3 6 28.6 5 23.8 1 4.8
9 42.9 4 19 5 23.8 1 4.8
3 14.3 14 66.7 3 14.3
3 14.3 14 66.7 3 14.3
4 19 8 38.1
1 4.8
1 4.8
5 23.8 1 4.8
9 42.9 3 14.3
9 42.8 5 23.8 1 4.8 1 4.8
8 38.1 4 19
7 33.3 3 14.3 2 9.5
Research Question 2: What factor is identified by selected college admissions
officers as most important in the college admissions decision-making process?
Table 4.6 shows the factor subject identified as most important in the college
admissions decision making process.
Table 4.6
Most Important Factor in Decision Making Process
n=21, SD=1.3, M=1.95
Factor Frequency %
SAT I/ACT Scores 13 61.9
H.S. GPA 5 23.8
H.S. GPA in specific courses 2 9.5
H.S. Class Rank 1 4.8
Total 21 100
Research Question 3: Is there a significant relationship between the demographic
variables of sex, age, years employed in current position, and total enrollment of
institution, and the weighted admission criteria of selected college admissions officers?
Research question 3 was analyzed using the Pearson product moment correlation
to determine if there was a significant relationship (p<.05) between the selected
demographics and the 19 selected college admissions criteria. There were no
significances at thep<.05 level between the admissions criteria and the selected
demographics.
CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary of the Study
Every year thousands of high school seniors across the United States apply for
admission to colleges and universities. The criteria emphasized by admissions officers to
determine an applicant's acceptance or denial are not always clear to students, parents
and guidance counselors. This study was designed to determine the relative weight and
significance given the various criteria commonly used by admissions officers when
making decisions to accept or deny applicants to their institutions. Admissions officers
from 4-year state undergraduate colleges and universities located in New Jersey were
surveyed to determine the level of weight they attach to selected criteria of a high school
senior's application for admission when making admissions decisions.
Purpose of the Study
The purt-pose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of selected college
admissions officers regarding the most important criteria of a high school senior's
application for admission into 4-year public undergraduate colleges and universities in
New Jersey. Students, parents and guidance counselors make assumptions about what
college admissions officers are looking for when they review applications. However,
these assumptions may be outdated or simply inaccurate.
Methodology
The participants in this study consisted of 21 admissions officers from 4-year state
undergraduate colleges and universities located in New Jersey. In order to protect the
rights and privacy of the participants, an Institutional Review Board (IRB) application
(Appendix A) was completed on February 6, 2007 and submitted to the Rowan
University IRB for approval. The application included a cover letter (Appendix B) and
subject survey (Appendix C). Notice of approval was given by the IRB on February 21,
2007. Upon receiving final approval from the IRB, the admissions officers were
contacted via email to request participation in the study.
The survey (Appendix C) asked the subjects to the rate the relative importance
given the criteria of a high school student's freshman admission application to their
institution. Nineteen commonly used admissions criteria were listed. The format of the
survey (Appendix C) included responses on a 5-point Likert-scale. The scale was
arranged according to 1-Not important, 2- Less important, 3-Important, 4-Very important,
and 5-Most important. Subjects were also asked to name the one criterion given the most
weight in their admission decisions. In addition, the survey (Appendix C) asked for
demographic information including sex, age, and number of years employed in current
position. Background information on the participant's institution was also requested
including total enrollment, number of freshman applications received for the fall 2006
semester and number of students selected for freshman admission for the fall 2006
semester.
The survey (Appendix C) was emailed on March 21, 2007 to admissions officers
from 4-year state undergraduate colleges and universities located in New Jersey. In an
effort to substantiate the knowledge and experience level of the sample, only admissions
officers with the titles of director of admissions, dean of admissions, dean of enrollment
management, assistant vice president for admissions, senior associate director of
admissions, associate director of admissions, and assistant director of admissions were
targeted. A follow-up email request was sent on April 5, 2007. Subjects who had not
previously responded were contacted in person by the researcher during college fair
recruitment events on April 12, 17 and 19, 2007 and asked to complete a paper version of
the survey (Appendix C). In total the researcher obtained a survey response rate of 44%.
Data Analysis
The results of the survey were organized for each question and analyzed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Responses from all subjects were
considered equally important. SPSS descriptive statistics provided frequencies,
percentages, means, and standard deviations for subjects' responses regarding
demographic information, institutional background information, and weighted admissions
factors including the factor identified as most important. A Pearson product moment
correlation was calculated using SPSS to determine any significant relationships between
selected demographics of sex, age, years employed in current position, and total
enrollment at institution and weighted admissions criteria of selected college admissions
officers.
Discussion of the Findings
Research Question 1: How do selected college admissions officers weight the
criteria of high school seniors' applications for freshman admission into their institution?
Based on the admissions officers' responses to the survey, it is reasonable to
conclude that public colleges and universities rely most heavily on the few criteria of a
high school senior's profile traditionally most emphasized when making admissions
decisions. Standardized test scores, GPA, class rank and honors/AP courses are clearly
given the most weight by admissions officers, while less measurable criteria that may
show more about the individual nature of the applicant such as community service,
leadership roles, and recommendations are given far less significance.
Despite recommendations for a more individualistic and personalized college
admissions process by critics such as Stern and Briggs (2001), the respondents indicated
that much less relative importance is placed on components of an applicant's profile as
leadership roles, community service, extracurricular activities, recommendations and
personal essays than on the more quantitatively measurable factors. The human
dimension that Sagan (2002) describes appears to be largely discounted. Even the
opportunity for using the new essay portion of the revised SAT is being looked at with
skepticism and hesitation. A survey of colleges and universities in the Northeast (Betts,
2006) found that 73% of respondents reported giving no weight to the writing section of
the new SAT in the admission process.
Research Question 2: What factor is identified by selected college admissions
officers as the most important in the college admissions decision-making process?
Although critics such as Sedlacek (2003) and Atkinson (2001-02) have expressed
concerns about the heavy reliance upon standardized test scores in the college admissions
decision process, 100% of the admissions officers surveyed responded that their
institution considered SAT/ACT most important or very important. Admissions officers
of the state colleges and universities in New Jersey view a student's test score as the
single most important aspect of their profile. This result contradicts the finding of Gatlin
(1997) that GPA is the most important criterion used by college admissions officials in
Georgia. Although Sireci, Zanetti, and Berger (2003) found that other criteria such as
high school GPA, honors classes, and GPA in specific classes are gaining in importance
at New England colleges and universities, standardized test scores still remain the most
important at the New Jersey state institutions. The complacency that Gose (2005) claims
exists in college admissions offices concerning the use of these measures may be harder
to change and overcome than critics would like to believe. Applications for admission to
public institutions in New Jersey continue to increase dramatically. The sheer volume of
applications admissions officers must review may make selecting students primarily
based on their test scores the most expedient manner in which to accomplish the task.
Micceri (2001) found both GPA and class rank to be better predictors of college
success than standardized test scores. Although SAT/ACT scores appear to be given the
most emphasis by the admissions officers surveyed, it may be reassuring to some to see
that the results of this research show GPA and class rank are also given significant
importance. Noble and Camara (2003) found that SAT/ACT scores used together with
high school grades produced more accurate predictions of college success than either
measure used alone. Although the interaction of test scores and GPA in the decision-
making process is not clear from the results, the importance given both measures suggests
the two are positively correlated.
Research Question 3: Is there a significant relationship between the demographic
variables of sex, age, years employed in current position, and total enrollment of
institution, and the weighted admission factors of selected college admissions officers?
No significant relationship was found between the individual demographic
variables of sex, age and years employed in current position and the weight given
admission criteria. One could conclude from this finding that the admissions officials are
simply instituting the admission policies of their institution without inserting any
personal bias. There was also no significant relationship between total enrollment of the
institution and the weight given admission criteria. The fact that the New Jersey state
institutions included in this study are similar in philosophies and goals based on their
mission statements may negate any effect that differences in enrollment size might yield.
Conclusions
The findings suggest that admissions officers of New Jersey state colleges and
universities rely most heavily on the more measurable criteria of high school students'
profiles including SAT/ACT scores, GPA, and class rank. Less measurable criteria such
as community service, leadership roles, and recommendations are given less weight.
In addition, the findings suggest that despite calls from critics to reduce the
reliance on standardized tests scores in admissions decisions, state colleges and
universities in New Jersey place the highest weight on SAT/ACT scores.
Also, the findings reveal slightly different results than those found in similar
studies conducted in New England and Georgia. Although each study found different
criteria to be the single most heavily weighted, all three studies found SAT/ACT scores,
high school GPA, high school GPA in specific courses, and high school class rank to be
the four most heavily weighted criteria.
Finally, the findings showed no correlation between the demographic variables of
sex, age, years employed in current positions, and total enrollment of institution. It could
be concluded from these findings that admissions officials are simply instituting the
admission policies of their institution without inserting any personal bias. In addition, it
could be concluded that the similar missions of these institutions are not affected by
differences in enrollment size.
Recommendations for Practice and Further Research
1. The subjects surveyed in this study were representatives of state institutions in
New Jersey. These institutions are primarily medium-size colleges and universities that
annually receive a large volume of mostly in-state student applications. If a similar study
were performed including smaller, private, more selective colleges who draw their
students from a much broader geographic base, entirely different results could well be
attained. A study comparing the admissions practices at various types of colleges and
universities is certainly a recommendation for further research.
2. Although this study found some characteristics of an applicant's profile that
are clearly rated more significant by the admissions officers surveyed, it could be
assumed that the application factors deemed less important are at least considered to
some extent and may have some interplay with other factors. Thus, it is also
recommended that further research be done to explore the dynamics of the interaction of
the various characteristics of an applicant's profile in the admissions decision process.
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Letters of Introduction and Instruction
Dear Admissions Officer,
I am a graduate student at Rowan University. In fulfillment of a research requirement, I
am conducting a very brief survey on college admissions criteria used by state colleges
and universities in New Jersey. My intent is to study the perceptions held on selected
admissions criteria by college admissions officers. A survey instrument to collect
relevant data is being sent to admissions officers at state colleges and universities
throughout New Jersey.
With the increased competition for available spaces, it is more important than ever before
that high school seniors applying for admission to New Jersey state institutions have a
clear picture of factors important to the admissions process.
Since you are one of the individuals with primary responsibility at your institution for
admissions decisions, you are in a position to provide valuable information. The greater
the number of responses to the survey, the broader will be the picture of current practices
and procedures.
I ask that you please take a few minutes of your time to complete the survey. By
contributing your valuable time, you are helping to clear up misconceptions high school
seniors may have about the importance of selected criteria in applying for admission to
New Jersey state colleges and universities. It is extremely important that your response be
included in the study if the results are to be representative. Your participation is much
appreciated.
The information you provide will be kept confidential and protected at all stages of this
project and will be reported only as part of summary data. Copies of the results will be
made available to each participant.
Thank you in advance for your time and cooperation. If you have any questions, please
contact either me at getler@aol.com or Dr. Burton Sisco at sisco@rowan.edu.




Please note: If you do not wish to receive further emails regarding this survey, please
click the link below, and you will be automatically removed from the mailing list.
[RemoveLink]
Dear Admissions Officer,
Recently, I emailed you a survey seeking information on college admission criteria for a
graduate research project I am conducting. I realize this is a very busy time for
admissions offices but it is extremely important that your response be included in this
study. If by chance you did not receive the survey or overlooked it, I am including the
link again for your convenience. Please take a few moments now to complete this very
brief survey.
The information you provide will be kept confidential and protected at all stages of this
project and will be reported only as part of summary data. Copies of the results will be
made available to each participant.
Thank you in advance for your time and cooperation. If you have any questions, please
contact either me at getler@aol.com or Dr. Burton Sisco at Sisco@rowan.edu.




Please note: If you do not wish to receive further emails from me, please click the link
below, and you will be automatically removed from the mailing list.
[RemoveLink]
APPENDIX C
Statement of Informed Consent and Survey
College Admissions Criteria Survey
College Admissions Criteria Survey Exit this survey >>
1. Informed Consent
By clicking Next, I agree to participate in a study entitled "Acceptance or
Denial: What Matters Most in College Admissions" which is being
conducted by Lori Ann Getler, a graduate student at Rowan University, as
part of a research requirement. The purpose of this study is to investigate
the perceptions of selected college admissions officers regarding the most
important criteria of a high school senior's application for admission into
4-year public undergraduate colleges and universities in New Jersey.
I understand that I am being asked to answer questions on a survey
administered by the researcher. I understand that the survey instrument
is designed to measure my perception regarding the most important
criteria of a high school senior's application when applying for admission
into my institution.
I understand that my responses will remain anonymous and that all data
collected in the study will be confidential. I agree that any information
obtained from the study may be used for the purposes of this research
project and for no other purpose. I understand that I will not be identified
and my name will not be used at any time.
If I have questions regarding this research project, I may contact Dr.
Burton Sisco at 856.256.4500 ext. 3717 or via email at sisco@rowan.edu





Page 1 of 1
College Admissions Criteria SurveyPae1o1
College Admissions Criteria Survey Exit this survey










3. Years employed in current position
.j Less then 5 years
f. 6-10 years
J 11-20 years
j Over 20 years





5. What was the total number of Freshman applications at your institution for Fall
2006?
6. What was the total number of students admitted as Freshmen to your institution
in Fall 2006?
«Prev Next
http://www.surveymonkey.comfs/tsers/715 10467/Surveys/916573255945/78BAODB 1-4D... 4/26/2007
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College Admissions Criteria Survey Exit this survey >
3. Admissions Criteria
7. For items 1-19, please check a number from 1-5 (least important to
most important) to indicate the weight given the components of a high
school student's application for freshman admission into your institution.
1 = Not important
2 = Less important
3 = Important
4 = Very important
5 = Most important
1 2 3 4 5
1. SAT I/ACT Scores F F F r
2. Achievement Tests r r F
3. H.S. GPA F F F r r
4. H.S. GPA in specific courses F F F F F
S. H.S. class Renk F F F r
6. Selection Index F F F F F
7. Honors, AP Courses F r
8. Recommendations r F F F r
9. Applicant Essay r F F r F
10. Extracurricular Activities F r r r F
11. Leadership Roles r r r r r
12. community Service r r r F
13. Artistic Talent r r r F r
14. Athletic Talent r F F F F
15. Ethnicity r r F F
16. Economic Status r F r F r
17. Geographic Residence r F F F F
18. Legacy r r F F r
19. Personal Interview r F F F F
8. For items 1-19, which ONE of these factors is the most important in the college
admissions decision? (Please list the number)
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4. The End
Thank you for your courtesy, help and time!
«Prey Done
Page 1 of 1
Exit this survey >
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